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Many congressional representatives refuse to have
in-person town hall meetings claiming people are dis-
ruptive or worse violent. At a recent town hall in Som-
ers, New York, Rep. Mike Lawler gave a woman the op-
portunity to ask a question. When the congressman
did not address the issue asked, the women repeatedly
asked him to answer the question. This free speech re-
sponse was met with New York State Police physically
carrying her out of the hall.

Town hall meetings are not private events. A town
hall is conceptually meant to be a chance for people to
explain how federal policy affects them in their homes
and businesses. It is not meant to be an opportunity for
legislators to give speeches that dictate policy and im-
plementation of policy without discussion. Authori-
tarian regimes give such speeches. Traditionally,
American town halls are opportunities for constitu-
ents to exercise First Amendment rights.

The Paul Simon Public Policy Institute suggests
ways to have in-person town hall meetings, noting

they are an essential feature of our democracy. Meet-
ings should be structured as listening and learning
sessions. They should be well advertised and accessi-
ble, with a broad spectrum of participants. They
should be moderated, preferably by a non-partisan
group that establishes rules and how rules will be en-
forced. Strongly stated opinions are appropriate, but
rudeness or badgering are not. Shouting, interruptions
or demands for one-word answers are not acceptable.

Not mentioned by the Institute, questions should
be written down. Answers should address each ques-
tion even if the answer is “I don’t know.” Time limits
should apply to both legislators and constituents and
each should have one opportunity to respond to the
answer given to the original question.

Legislators and participants must understand that
the goal of an in-person town hall is to adjust policy in
such a way that it strives to help the most people pos-
sible and not harm. A legislator who cannot under-
stand this concept should unquestionably be voted
out. An audience should attend town halls under-
standing the goal while assessing the legislator be-
cause in America our vote counts.

Marita Florini is an Endicott resident.

Town halls are essential part of our
democracy and the First Amendment

Criminal justice reform has been a major debate
during the state budget process this year — driven
by wide media coverage of the costly, illegal strike by
correctional officers and ongoing protests and mur-
der cases of officers allegedly responsible for recent
prison deaths. Most discussions remain tightly fo-
cused around budgets, efficiencies and legalities —
and not people. The system is not broken: it is work-
ing as designed. Reform needs to be much more sub-
stantive.

Ask: why are people in prison? Many are incar-
cerated because of their disabilities, or because they
were poor, or because early intervention systems
around housing, education, and mental health failed
them. Jails and prisons have become warehouses for
shared social failures.

For many, the difficulties are magnified as they
walk into a jail or prison. Basic human needs from
sanitary products, to medication, to therapy, are
thin and mostly denied. Many are punished for be-
haviors directly related to their physical and mental
disabilities. Medical crises all too often result in con-
flict and “non-compliance” punishment.

The majority of criminal justice reform efforts are
focused on improving existing structures and proce-
dures, rather than acknowledge how incarceration
intrinsically operates to further endanger people’s
health, lives and recovery. Any reform needs to start

and end with people —
and the brutality of their
incarcerated experienc-
es.

On May 5 a contingent
of concerned upstate
residents, from multiple
community groups, went
to Albany to discuss re-
form with our legislators.
Rather than tinker with
existing conditions, we
thus focused on bills and
policy proposals for de-
carceration and im-
proved oversight and ac-
countability.

If we were serious
about prison reform, we would do more than close a
few facilities or increase work-release programs as
many propose. We would staff our prisons and jails
with trauma-informed providers. We would enforce
laws regarding disability and solitary with the same
robustness we enforce the rules about family visi-
tors. We would stop treating solitary confinement as
a substitute for medical and mental care. We would
abandon internal grievance processes that ignore le-
gitimate complaints and create systems of account-
ability. We would fund community-based programs
for those behind walls. We would listen when people
talk and not wait until they are crying out in pain.

Current efforts by families and community ad-
vocates to lessen carceral violence do result in iso-
lated victories. A transfer to a mental health facility
is granted. The proper medication prescribed. A law-
yer contacted. A class action lawsuit is won. People
get needed hygiene products, relief from solitary,
and access to family. These are small wins against a
system that thrives on dehumanization. We need
more.

In short, when people talk about prison reform it
is too often limited to enhancing current conditions,
cost savings and prison and jail closures. We have to
think outside the box. We need to remember who are
inside: our parents, our children, our siblings, our
friends and our neighbors. And we need to remem-
ber what they endured and what our responsibility
is to them.

Rozann Greco is an Endicott resident.

When talking
about prison
reform, we
need to talk
about people
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Trump’s words and actions make a mockery of
Memorial Day 

As a Vietnam War veteran, Memorial Day brings to
mind friends and many individuals who were not as
fortunate as I was to make it back home. For me, Me-
morial Day serves as a solemn occasion to reflect on
the sacrifices of fallen service members from not only
that tragic war but also other conflicts. 

Growing up in upstate New York, I first learned
what was initially known as Decoration Day when our
elementary school in Mattydale placed bouquets of
wildflowers on the memorial oak trees outside our
small school building. A tree was planted each year in
memory of a classmate who had died in combat. 

I subsequently learned that the holiday emerged
following the American Civil War as a means to com-
memorate fallen soldiers. The first national observ-
ance occurred on May 30, 1868, when General John A.
Logan called for a day to decorate the graves of Civil
War soldiers with flowers. According to the present
commander-in-chief, those trees and graves desig-
nate the final resting places of “suckers and losers.” I
should not be surprised that the same individual
wishes the nation a “Happy Memorial Day.” I know I
should not be, but I am, as I am also terribly saddened.

George Catalano
Binghamton

It’s a ‘Big Beautiful Bill’ only for the wealthy 

The rhetoric you hear from Trump and his allies is
baffling. The “Big Beautiful Bill” is not, unless you’re in
the wealthy class and want more tax cuts. 

The bill will give the top 0.1% of earners about
$390,000 additional income and increase the nation-
al deficit by $3.8 trillion over 10 years, according to the
Congressional Budget Office and just about all budget

analysts who don’t work for Trump. Press Secretary
Karoline Leavitt had the audacity to say it would de-
crease the deficit $1.6 trillion. Growing deficits hurt
Americans, our leaders are misleading. 

Misguided cuts to Medicaid, rural health, Head
Start, school aid and SNAP and many other beneficial
programs will only partly make up for the loss in tax
revenue. It’s like not providing for your child’s dental
work so you can drive an expensive car but still have
crushing debt. 

Why do we stand for this? Call your representa-
tives and complain loudly.

Scott Lauffer
Binghamton

Trump’s ‘America First’ policy is rightly
blocking liberal agenda 

Conservative author William F. Buckley held an in-
dividualist notion that the state’s authority has moral
limits. This is an idea that is alien to the socialist/pro-
gressives in our government. Their long-held belief is
that we are a People of the Government, by the Gov-
ernment, and for the Government, and they are the
Government. The only rights we have as individuals
are those imposed by them, despite the Constitution. 

Our tax dollars, imposed for the benefit of the
American people, are to be used in any way they see
fit, the American people be damned. This is why the
“America First” policies of the Trump administration
are so anathema to them. Their efforts to destroy the
Republic and turn our beloved nation into an authori-
tarian state controlled by them can only happen in a
weak America. Moral limits are a foreign concept to
immoral people. Only a morally strong and unified
people, We The People, can stop them.

Rodney Jewett
Johnson City
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On April 3, a rally led by local community and
immigration advocates outside the Broome 
County jail called on local law enforcement 
to cease its participation in a U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement program.
JILLIAN MCCARTHY / PRESS & SUN-BULLETIN
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